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Abstract 

The relationship between bicultural parents, low socio-economic parents and the public school 
system is made tenuous in part by cultural disparities between school officials and parents. The 
greater the disparity, the more likely parent groups are to be silenced and the more likely they are 
to refrain from the role of ehange agents or advoeates for sehool reform. To contemplate what 
characteristies disadvantaged parent groups should possess to enaet desired changes at the school 
or district level, this study eulls from researeh in several areas of academie literature: parent 
involvement and student achievement, community organizing, and change management. Each of 
these areas of researeh offers insights on how suceess ehange is enaeted; the eharacteristies and 
the attributes groups must have in order to bring about desired changes to proeesses and 
outeomes. 

Parent leaders and prineipals from low soeio-eeonomic status considered to be change 
agents in their eommunity were interviewed. Their insights reinforee the literature, eomment on 
the nature of the relationship between parents and school, and articulate the difficulty of making 
change. Open-ended questions relating to the nature of changes undertaken, the efficacy of 
tactics employed, and perceived defieit thinking on the part of parents and sehool personnel are 
addressed. Results indieated that self-efficacy and competence in the English language are key 
charaeteristies of parent groups with high levels of engagement. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

To walk or run with that same wind at your back is to float, to sail effortlessly, expending 
virtually no energy. You do not feel the wind; it feels you. You do not feel how it pushes you 
along; you feel only the effortlessness of your movements. You feel like you could go on forever. 

It is only when you turn around and face that wind that you realize its strength. 

Being white, or male, or heterosexual in this culture is like running with the wind at your back. It 
feels like just plain running, and we rarely if ever get a chance to see how we are sustained, 
supported, and even propelled by that wind. 

It is time to make that wind visible (Kimmel, 2002, p.I). 

In over the last one hundred years sinee parent groups first originated, parent engagement in the 
United States has towed a narrow definition. Recognizing that parents have a role to play in the 
promotion of higher student aehievement, public school districts write policy defining the role 
that parents may play. By and large school policy usually affirms parents in a supportive role - - 
as follower. Parents are asked to give of their time to do what is prescribed in support of sehool 
policies and teacher requests (Auerbaeh 2012a, Olivos 2006). What happens if parents want to 
do more than the proseribed role and want to initiate change that requires buy-in from sehool 
administration? The answer seems to be different depending on the eeonomie status of the 
parent eommunity involved. The educational research reviewed herein affirms the viewpoint 
that when parent communities and school staff are culturally and economically similar, parents 
that step outside the follower role and into an advocate role are met with low resistanee — their 
desired change is more likely to happen. Conversely, researeh eonfirms that when the parent or 
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the parent group is bieuitural or of low SES and dissimilar from the administration, they are met 
with high resistance when they step out of a subordinate role (Olivos 2006). What explains this 
difference? Experts in the field of sociology, cultural studies, and edueation contend that the 
institution of publie sehools, like most institutions in our eountry accommodate our dominant 
culture (Olivos 2006). Parent groups eomprised of well educated people of European dissent that 
resemble the sehool staff run alongside the school staff with the same proverbial wind blowing 
against their backs. That wind blows in the opposite direction for bieuitural parent groups. They 
experienee difficulty initiating change they desire not solely because they lack the economie 
resourees of their high SES counterparts but because of their own and the administration’s defieit 
thinking on two fronts: first, their perceived inability to contribute as partners in their children’s 
education and, 2) about what they believe it takes to enact change. Rather than being 
aceommodated or brought into diseussion and deeision-making, they are more likely to 
experienee resistance. The toll of that resistance is that they are sileneed and the potential for a 
partnership with the school is stifled (Auerbach 2012a, Olivos 2006). 

The silencing happens by the public education institution not as an overt snub to the 
democratie principles that promote public education in service of alL but by deeades of social 
norming, poverty, and inequity of edueational aecess. Regardless of its roots, the silencing 
decreases the common good and undermines the democratic principle of public schools 
(Auerbach 2012a). By engaging in an examination of what eharacteristics are positively 
associated with suecessful change (defined as one that benefits students, the community and the 
sehool), an argument ean be made for the definition of parents to expand to inelude ‘partner’ or 
‘collaborator’ and silenced groups to use their voice. 
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A film released in (2012) titled, “Won’t Baek Down” is based on the true story of Doreen 
Diaz, a parent of a child who recently graduated Desert Trails Elementary in Adelanto, CA. 
“Desert Trails, where 100 pereent of students qualify for free or redueed-priee lunehes, ranks in 
the bottom third of California sehools with similar demographics and has been stuek on the 
federal wateh list for failing sehools for six years. Sixty-two percent of students are Hispanie and 
27 percent are black. One-quarter of students do not speak English at home, and 15 pereent of 
students tested in 2011 had disabilities” (Eindstrom, 2012, para 4). The film chronieles Diaz’s 
efforts to make changes to the school by invoking the Parent Empowerment Act of 2012, known 
as the “parent trigger law.” The film is a response, albeit a theatrical one, to the same question 
posed in this research - - what does it take to make changes to improve your child’s school when 
you don’t have a college degree, aren’t apart of the system, and have no eeonomic status to buy 
into a better community? In Won’t Back Down change was a result of two major assets. The 
first is moral purpose. The main eharacter, Doreen, found in herself and inspired in others a 
commitment to a moral purpose that kept them working for change. The second quality was 
leadership. Doreen found it in herself, despite any formal training and could identify and 
cultivate it in her parent peers and teacher allies. With these two eharacteristies she inereased the 
capaeity for parent led ehange in her ehild’s sehool. 

Educational consultant and author Eullan (2005) describes system transformation as a 
change that requires capacity. He writes “capacity building involves developing the collective 
ability-dispositions, skills, knowledge, motivation, and resources-to act together to bring about 
positive ehange (p. 4). Aeting together requires daily collaboration. The ability to collaborate is 
often more easily afforded to communities in whieh one or more child guardians can financially 
afford to be in daily interaction with the school and local community. However, there are other 
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qualities that influenee eapaeity, those most likely possessed by the parent eommunity in 
Adelanto, CA. Most likely they inelude disposition for tolerating ehange, loeal knowledge and 
most definitely motivation. Exerting these strengths will as Kimmel says ‘make the wind visible.’ 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study is to identify key attributes for sueeessful ehange that are unrelated to 
ones soeial, edueation or eeonomie status. By identifying these eharaeteristies it is hoped that 
low SES and bieultural eommunities ean reeognize the presenee of these attributes in themselves 
and in their eommunities. With this knowledge they ean elaim a voiee in sehool deeision- 
making and be agents for ehange. 

Researeh Question 

Perhaps bieultural and low SES parent groups may have more eapaeity to be sueeessful in 
aehieving ehange than either they or sehool administrators believe. What attributes when present 
in parent eommunities maximize their eapaeity for sueeessful ehange? 

Theoretieal Rationale 

The underpinnings of a eontemplation on parent eapaeity for ehange tether naturally to two 
theoretieal rationales. The first is the theory of soeial eapital and the seeond is systems thinking 
by Senge (1990). Soeial eapital theory is defined as those resources inherent in social relations 
that facilitate collective action. Social capital resources include trust, norms, and networks of 
association representing any group that gathers consistently for a common purpose. A norm of a 
culture high in social capital is belief in the equality of citizens, which encourages the formation 
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of crosscutting groups (Lin, 2001). Trust, norms and networks of assoeiation are present in both 
high and low SES parent eommunities. In failing and highly diverse sehool districts, parents and 
sehool personnel may not have enough soeial eapital between them (Harris, Andrew-Power, 
Goodall, 2009, p.20). If there is diminished eapital, most likely the eapaeity for ehange 
deereases. For example, bi-eultural and low soeio-eoonomie groups partieipate in the 
edueational, teehnologieal and soeial networks in whieh the school personnel partieipate to a far 
less degree than their high SES eounterparts. Parents limited partieipation in online eommunities, 
edueational alumni assoeiation and professional affiliations eonstriets their ability to build 
networks with sehool personnel who regularly partieipate (Mediratta, Shah, & MeAlister, 2009). 
Conversely, high SES parents by a far larger pereentage do participate in those networks. Their 
partieipation promotes eolleetive parent/sehool mobilization to provide support for a problem. 

At the group level, Senge’s eonception of system thinking beeomes relevant. System 
thinking applied to sehool eommunities eontends that parents, teaehers, administrators, students 
and loeal community members are the eonstituent parts of a whole. Senge contends that 
eonstituent parts ought to embraee this wholeness, seeing themselves as one organie entity with 
intereonneeted way of thinking. Operating in this paradigm, working in support of eaeh other as 
one whole, they beeome a learning organization. A learning organization exhibits five main 
features: systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, shared vision and team learning. 

Of these features, most germane to this thesis topic is shared vision. The laek or eonversely the 
presenee of a shared vision will either stifle or elevate a parent group’s eapaeity for ehange 


(Senge 1990). 
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Assumptions 

Terms eommonly found in professional researeh on parent engagement and on free market 
theories of ehange management are used in this researeh. “Sustainability,” is a term eurrently en 
vogue in the private seetor whose meaning is easy to over simplify. Sustainability does not mean 
“able to endure.” Instead the definition intended in this literature is “the eapaeity of a system to 
engage in eomplexities of eontinuous improvement eonsistent with deep values of human 
purpose” (Fullan, 2005, p. ix). Other terms that appear frequently in this researeh are community 
and bicultural. Community is understood to be loeal residents and businesses, parents, teaehers, 
sehool staff and administrators. Community involvement is assumed to be a favorable eondition 
and not a limiting faetor to ehange. The same ean be said of parent involvement. The term 
bieultural is used to refer to individuals or groups who “funetion in two [or more] distinet soeio- 
eultural environments: their primary eulture and that of the dominant mainstream eulture of the 
soeiety in whieh they live” (Olivos, 2006, p. 14). Bieultural individuals or groups are typieally 
in a subordinate role to sehool authority. 

Baekground and Need 

Mediratta, et al. (2009) offer tremendous insights to eommunity members as to how to improve 
sehools by exerting pressures that work at various pressure points within their eommunity and at 
various layers of the edueational strueture. Their work starts on a maero level providing 
observations about the need for eommunity organizing and ends on a miero level providing 
reeommendations for parent groups speeifioally wanting to understand what boxes they need to 
eheek off in order bring forth stronger edueational opportunities. To understand the maero level 
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they offer an explanation of several pernieious eultural narratives at play that permeate the 
thinking of our educational institution and perpetuate edueational inequities. These narratives or 
“frames” of thinking go like this: “young people eompete for sehooling advantages with their 
talents and effort in a eontext of equal opportunity” and “low ineome children, ehildren of eolor, 
and their families are limited by eultural, situational, and individual defieits that sehools eannot 
affeet” (Mediratta et ah, 2009, p.35). By and large, administrators and teaehers are well- 
intentioned people who genuinely want to help. By and large, their narratives are shaped by the 
dominant eulture in which they have membership. Neither in their personal experienee or in 
their professional training have they honed eultural sensitivity skills. Yet, cultural sensitivity 
eould be said to be a form of eurreney in distriets with a high percentage of bi-cultural families. 
One needs to be aware of their dominant eultural narrative to reeognize when these narratives are 
impaeting deeision-making as to what is best for the students. Furthermore, without true eultural 
awareness teaehers and administrators may uneonseiously shed personal responsibility, believing 
the reasons for inequities in education are justified. 

If the presenee of this narrative is to be refuted the loeal eommunities must ehallenge thi s 
narrative. The work of any eommunity organizing is not only about the speeifie change desired 
but also about upending false narratives and replaeing them with ones that supports a narrative of 
strong demoeratic principals for all families. On the miero level Mediratta, et. al. elueidate what 
they found in the parent groups studied to be sueeessful. They address the benefits of politieal 
eapital, the need for organizing and preparing properly to enhanee their credibility and 
identifying key leaders within the eommunity. 

Edueational consultant and author, Fullan (2005) writes “a sense of moral purpose is 
fueled by a foeus on value-added high expectations for all, raising capability, pulling together 
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and an ongoing hunger for improvement”(p. 59). Moral purpose is the DNA of sustainable 
ehange and that DNA must ineubate in all the eonstituent parts of the eommunity: student, 
parent, teaeher, prineipal and superintendent. For better or worse, Fullan does not delve into 
eomparisons on the effieaey of one group over another (low SES versus high SES, dominant 
versus bieultural). Eullan is, however, detailed in his artieulation of how systemie ehange is 
sustained. His work is a partial link uniting researeh in eommunity organizing for sehool reform 
with ‘how-to’ reeommendations promoted by ehange management experts from the free market. 
Taken together, the researeh from Eullan and that of Mediratta, et. al., form a pieture of the 
qualities low SES and bi-eultural parent groups need to possess to amplify the likelihood for 
sueeessful ehange. The work of this researeh is to verify the findings or these experts through 
interviews with parents presently attempting to bring about ehange rooted in a vision shared 
between administrator and parents, not one dietated by one group to the other. 
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Chapter 2 Review of the Literature 


Introduetion 

Parent engagement has been disseeted from various vantage points for the last 30 years to 
aseertain its impaets on student aehievement. Researeh has examined the relationship between 
student aehievement and parent engagement in a) the elassroom, b) the home, e) eommunieation 
with the sehool and, 4) parent-teaeher eonferenee attendanee (Grolniek, Benjet, Kurowski & 
Apostoleris, 1997) Additionally, literature has eovered the interseetion of these types of 
engagement with parent soeio-eeonomie status, edueation level, and eultural baekground 
(Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, Brissie, 1987; Zhang, Hsu, Kwok, Benz & Bowman-Perrott, 2011). 
A positive assoeiation between parent engagement and student aehievement has been 
demonstrated. Publie schools do not debate the value of parent engagement; eneouraging parent 
engagement is standard publie sehool and distriet poliey -albeit within limited definitions. 

A seeond vantage point from whieh we ean understand the purpose of parent engagement 
is in eontext of fulfilling the demoeratie prineiples that influenee the serviee publie sehool 
system provides to all ehildren. In serviee of these prineiples, inquiry about the nature of 
parent-sehool relationship warrants serutiny. Should parents leave the edueational goals to the 
sehools? Should sehools eonsult parents as equals before making eurrieular, poliey or other 
sehool related deeisions? Should sehools request permission of the parent eommunity they serve 
before they set edueational goals? Who are the leaders, who are the followers? Is the ideal 
relationship a partnership? Why or Why not? (Auerbaeh 2012a, Olivos 2006). In general, 
literature foeusing on eommunity organizing for sehool reform examines soeially just 
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relationships between parent and sehool eonelude that “parents as partners is an expression of the 
demoeratie prineiples in publie edueation” (Auerbaeh, 2012, p. 4). These partnerships serve the 
eommon good and promote soeial justiee for all families. 

The bodies of literature addressed above have provided vantage points from whieh to 
understand the benefits of parent engagement. They have also provided seaffolding for the issue 
under question in this thesis - - if parent groups desire a ehange in sehool poliey, eurrieulum or 
sehool related proeedures, either in eoneert with or opposition to the sehool distriet, what 
eharaeteristies for sueeessful ehange does a parent group need to have? Change is ehange and 
regardless of the seetor of soeiety in whieh it originates, the initiating group must have suffieient 
eapaeity if they are to be sueeessful. The literature by ehange management experts reviewed 
herein examines the set of eharaeteristies required by any group if they are attempting sueeessful 
ehange. 

Parent Engagement and Student Aehievement 

Parent engagement has been found to be positively assoeiated with student aehievement, 
eneouraging sehool distriets to promote parent engagement polieies. Researeh finds that higher 
SES parents are more likely to engage with teaehers and teaehers to have a positive view of that 
involvement. Conversely, higher SES parents are less likely to support their ehildren with 
homework help. Eor lower SES families their involvement is the opposite; they engage less with 
the sehool and more with the ehildren at home. In general, edueational researeh has moved 
beyond eontemplating whether parent engagement is useful to sehools. The eonsensus is that by 
and large it is (Grolniek, Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris 1997). 
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Systems Thinking 

A more eurrent development by edueation thought leaders foeuses on “systems thinking,” 
improving student outeomes by ehanging or implementing systems that promote desired 
outeomes. System thinkers, like Miehael Fullan and Tony Wagner believe that parents play a 
vital role in leading these types of system ehanges beeause they aet as ehange agents to 
restrueturing student and eommunity attitudes, values, and behaviors. Parent eommitment or 
eonversely their laek of eommitment to the moral purpose behind any proposed system ehange 
dramatieally inereases or deereases how sustainable a ehange will be. 

Interseetion of Raee and Soeioeoonomie Status 

Neither the work by Fullan or Wagner eontemplates the interseetion of raee and soeio-eoonomie 
status on the system. Olivos (2006), reports that sehool offieials eonsider bieultural and low SES 
families subordinate ill-equipped to have a seat at the deeision making table. Olivos goes on to 
eonvey that the relationship between bieultural parents and sehools is tense and refleetive of 
large soeietal issues, “the relationship between bieultural parents and the sehool system is in faet 
a “miero-refleetion” of deeper soeietal eontradietions resulting from eeonomie exploitation and 
raeism. These eontradietions produee ever-present tensions that eventually develop into eonfliet. 
When the eontradietions beeome so apparent that they ean no longer be ignored or when 
subordinate groups uneovers them (from developing a oritieal or politieal eonseiousness) there is 
eonfliet” (Olivos, 2006, p. 22). Olivos’ (2006) researeh does not eontemplate a solution for how 
to involve more low-ineome bieultural parents in the publie sehools to improve outeomes. He 
does advoeate that the solution must be anehored in both politieal and soeial aetivism. 
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Community Organizing 

Beginning in the late 1980s and early 1990s another traek of literature on parent involvement 
arose. An examination of engaged parenting in this area leans far more toward a definition of 
aetivism than one of volunteerism. Parent aetivists organize for soeial reform beeause their 
sehools laek the resourees that well-off sehools enjoy. Demanding equality, these parents are 
“drivers of ehange and ereators of “eivie eapaeity” in urban edueation (Hargraeves & Fullan, & 
Barber, 2009, p. 145-147). The literature reviewed relies on ease studies of low-ineome 
neighborhoods that attempted ehange, speeifieally on how they developed politieal eapital and 
how they used it effeetively. In some eases, the politieal eapital of low-ineome parent groups 
shot up beeause they were bankrolled by prestigious foundations. With the help of foundation 
money parent aetivists reeeived training to develop their leadership skills. The idea behind the 
finaneial investment was to bolster parent groups’ ability to ereet bottom-up ehange (Mediratta, 
et. ah, 2009). It is questionable if bottom-up parent driven ehange will prove sustainable. There 
is not enough data to pool to form a eonelusion. It is also unelear whether parent groups’ efforts 
ean shape systemie reform or stop short, yielding loeal site-speeifie improvements. 

Change 

Change management is typieally employed by free market enterprises seeking to boost their 
bottom line. Change projeets, or ‘transformation’, aeeording to the Harvard Business Review in 
an artiele by Sirkin, Keenan and Jaekson (2005) is made up of hard and soft faetors (p. 110). 
Both faetors must be assessed to understand if ehange or transformation is to be sueeessful. 

Hard faetors inelude: 1) projeet duration, 2) eapabilities of projeet teams, 3) eommitment by all 
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staff, even those at a senior level and, 4) additional effort by employees to eope with the ehange 
(Sirkin, et ah, 2005, p. 110). By applying a numerieal value to the four key faetors of any 
ehange; duration, integrity, eommitment and effort, a change project can be evaluated for the 
likelihood for success. Similarly, the idea that suecessful ehange ean be predieted is eehoed in 
Duck (2001). She writes that three essential elements are specified as requisites for successful 
ehange in either the seetor: “1) sound strategy, 2) good management and, 3) heightened 
sensitivity to the emotional and behavioral issues inherent during change, and a willingness to 
address them” (p.l 1). None of the literature reviewed extended beyond for profit into the realm 
of community organizing or parent engagement literature. It is unclear if parent groups have 
used evaluation tools to gauge the likelihood of a suecessful outcome. 
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Chapter 3 Method 


Introduetion 

The data aeeumulated to inform this study eomes from literature sourees that reside in the one of 
three domains. The first domain is parent empowerment. The seeond domain eneompasses 
artieles and books written by edueational thought leaders eiting best praetiees as a result of 
surveying edueational, eommunity and business leaders. The final domain is free market ehange 
management expert literature. 

In addition to literature reviews, qualitative researeh was garnered from expert interviews 
with parent leaders from low and middle soeio-eeonomie distriets. A third interview was 
eondueted with a prineipal of an elementary designated “at risk” by No Child Left Behind 
eriteria. 

Sample and Site 

Experts from two eities in California were interviewed. Both eities are home to diverse 
eommunities and low to high soeio-eoonomie neighborhoods. 

Partieipants inelude: 

Martine K. - Formerly Parent Engagement Eeader for a privately managed eharter sehool. 
Mother of seven ehildren. Current board member in a California sehool distriet that is serves 
diverse low to middle ineome families. 

Kathryne N. - Parent Ambassador for a privately managed eharter sehool. Mother of one. She 
emigrated from Vietnam. 
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Melissa L. -Elementary sehool prineipal in a small rural eity in California. Mother of two. 
Melissa is Caueasian. She is bi-lingual in English and Spanish. Her elementary sehool is 
eomprised of 98% Hispanie students and 98% on free and redueed luneh. 

Ethieal Standards 

This paper adheres to ethieal standards in the treatment of human subjeets in researeh as 
artieulated by the Ameriean Psyehologieal Assoeiation (2010). Additionally, the researeh 
proposal was reviewed by the Dominiean University of California Institutional Review Board for 
the Proteetion of Human Subjeets (IRBPHS), approved, and assigned number 10071. 

Aeeess and Permission 

These people were eontaeted via phone or email. Some are personal eontaets and some were 
eold ealled. They were phoned or emailed with a deseription of the projeet and asked if they 
were interested in partieipating in this study. Their eomments are eonfidential and respondents 
were able to refuse to answer any question and to terminate the interview. 

Data Gathering Strategies 

The strategy for gathering data entailed interviewing parent leaders from a eommunity that has 
reversed its standing as a failing district to one that in reeent years has had a dramatie inerease in 
test seores. Currently their API exeeeds 800 in 14 out of 20 sehools. The interviews were 
designed to understand the parent, sehool and community characteristics in their partieular 
eommunity that support or impede sustainable ehange. Additionally, an interview was 
eondueted with a Caueasian prineipal of a sehool that has a large population of families that are 
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non English speaking. This interview was to provide eounterpoint to the parent interviews. 
Appointments were set up of approximately one hour eaeh. Questions asked were derived from 
the findings and reeommendations from the literature review. 

Explain how you arrived at this role? 

Please deseribe how you eollaborate with sehoolteaehers and administrators to make ehanges or 
improve the quality of student learning? 

What adviee ean you give parents who want the sehool or distriet to make a ehange? 

In your eommunity, what groups hold the power to make ehange? 

What intrinsie skills/assets for sueeessful ehange are eommon in the parent eommunity(s) with 
whieh you work? 

What, if anything, limits parents ability to bring about ehange at the sehool, distriet, or 
eommunity? 

What researeh on parent engagement would you like to eonduet if you eould? 

How eould your parent eommunity benefit from learning ehange management strategies? 

Data Analysis Strategies 

The analysis of this researeh foeuses on how the findings eaptured in interviews eompare to 
those in the literature review. This researeh examines the relevanee of literature, somewhat 
outdated, to what is eurrent in Ameriean publie sehools. Are previous findings eurrent, obsolete 
or ought they be revised given the interviews and survey responses? 
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Chapter 4 Findings 


Deseription of Site, Individuals, Data 

Three interviews were eondueted; two with elementary school parents and one with an 
elementary sehool prineipal. These three partieipants represent two different California sehool 
distriets. The distriets are similar. Eaeh is largely eomprised of low to middle SES families, 
eaeh serves a student population that is over fifty pereent EEE students, eaeh serves parents a 
large pereentage of parents with little or some eollege edueation. 

1) Parent Interviews: The first interview was eondueted by telephone with Martine K. the 
seeond in person with Krystine D. Eollow up researeh to learn about the sehool distriet in whieh 
they live was eondueted online. Their distriet is situated amidst high teeh businesses. In this 
area, there is eonsiderable awareness by free-market eompanies that the edueational needs of the 
surrounding eommunity are not being met. Eoundation money and entrepreneurs provide 
supplemental funds for edueational eounseling and the aequisition of teehnology. 

Martine K. - The diseussion with Martine was eondueted by telephone. During our extensive 
telephone eonversation, Martine diseussed several topies openly and with authority. Martine is 
the mother of seven, she is an Ameriean eitizen of Hispanie deeent. She does not hold a eollege 
degree. She is bilingual, fluent in both English and Spanish. She is a self-deseribed aetivist for 
ehildren. Her own ehildren have attended publie, eharter, and paroehial sehools. Currently her 
ehildren attend a eharter sehool run by a management eompany. She was employed as a parent 
aetivist for this eompany until she resigned in 2013 to devote her time to her new position as 
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sehool board member in her ehildren’s distriet. In the run for this position, she unseated the 
ineumbent. Her nomination was endorsed by the loeal newspaper. 

Parent Understanding 

Martine’s first point is that parents need to understand that their voiee matters. They are not 
edueated in the polities of edueation enough and they are doing themselves a disserviee. By 
beeoming more knowledgeable they ean elaim the power to make loeal ehanges and they can 
build viable eoalitions in their distriet. In order to aeeurately understand what to ehange and 
how they ean make ehange, parent edueation of the polities at both the loeal and state level is 
imperative. She feels that parents should be aware of the power of the teaeher’s union. 

How Sehools Define Parents Role 

In her opinion, the role of the parent is eoneeived differently in eaeh type of sehool. In publie 
sehools, the prineipal holds the authority and asks parents to support the prineipaTs goals. In 
private paroehial sehools the role of the parent is to reinforee biblieal teaehings in the home. 
Parents are also expeeted to work in support of sehool goals in the form of eommittees. Lastly, 
in eharter sehools, parents are engaged prior to poliey deeisions being formed but their input is in 
the form of adviee. Parents are not eonsidered deeision makers. 


Parent Efficaey 

As previously stated, Martine vigorously asserts that parents need to elaim power in order to 
provide their ehildren with edueational opportunity. She believes that parent edueation will 
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ereate a more powerful parent eommunity. She also believes that parents must possess a 
willingness to be all in - - to eommit to ‘yes.’ Through their eommitment they ean form viable 
eoalitions that ean push for ehange. These eoalitions need to happen at the loeal level. 

Impaet of Differing Edueational and Cultural Baekgrounds Between Teaehers and Parents 

Martine has observed that teaehers don’t have a lot of empathy for parents. She believes teaeher 
pereeptions of parents are derived from what they see in the media. She eommented that eharter 
sehools send teaehers on home visits so that teaehers ean learn more about the students and their 
families. Unfortunately, sehool unions prevent publie sehool teaehers from doing the same. 
Krystine D. - Krystine answered every question willingly. We met in a eoffee shop that she 
frequents to do her business. She had a laptop and a eell phone in her possession suggesting a 
faeility with teehnology. Krystine’s primary edueation was eompleted in Vietnam. In the last 
two years, Krystine has eompleted all her eoarse work for a teaehing eredential, ineluding an 
assistant teaehing rotation in elementary sehool. Her only ehild is in a loeal eharter sehool run 
by a eharter sehool management eompany. She is a stauneh supporter of the eharter sehool 
eompany. As Parent Ambassador she regularly interaets with all seven of the eharter sehools run 
by this eompany and thus she has an understanding of the parent eommunity at eaeh sehool site. 
Through her in-elass observations and her interaetion with eharter sehool personnel, Krystine 
feels that teaehers and administrators at the eharter sehool (whieh is not unionized) weleome 
parents rather than rush them out the door. She believes the opposite is true at traditional publie 


sehools. 
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Parent Effieaey 

Krystine reports that the parents that eleet to send their ehildren to eharter sehool have a solid 
sense of effieaey. Unless they are non-English speaking or have a strong eultural belief that all 
matters relating to the ehildren’s edueation are to be left to the sehool, parents express their 
opinions and believe they ean make a differenee in their ehildren’s edueation. She measures 
their involvement by the number of volunteer hours that parents eommit. Parents are required to 
volunteer 30 hours per ehild per year. The majority of parents volunteer many more hours than 
this. 

Parent Eed Change 

Parent’s opinion and suggestions are eneouraged and weleomed by sehool personnel. Krystine 
eited ways in whieh parents have made suggestions upon whieh the sehool has aeted. Eor 
example, a reeent praetiee was started that the monthly eommunity meetings are translated into 
Spanish so that more parents ean partieipate. A seeond example offered involved sehool 
faeilities. The parents wanted a new outdoor eovering for the luneh area for eold weather. They 
joined with the eharter management eompany and school administrator to get the needed funds. 
She gave no examples of parents leading ehange or working in equal partnership with the sehool. 

Strengths and Defieits in Parent Community 

Krystine states that the parent eommunity has several strengths and some defieits. The eharter 
sehool parents must eommit to the volunteer work. Most parents eomplete well above the 30 
volunteer hours per year/per student required by the sehool. They attend sehool meetings 
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ineluding weekly eoffee with the prineipal, Baek to Sehool night, parent-teaeher eonferenees and 
eommunity meetings. Most are profieient with email and texting and use it to stay eonneeted to 
the eommunity. However, she feels they would benefit by understanding more about soeial 
networking. 

Laeking in the eommunity is eross eultural awareness and sensitivity between different 
eultural groups. She speeifieally mentioned the Vietnamese and the Mexiean populations. She 
stated that the laek of eultural awareness limits their ability to eome together as a eommunity. 

Low paying jobs that require parents to work multiple jobs also erodes the parent eommunity. 
Parents who have to work several jobs have no time to stay in regular eommunieation with the 
parent eommunity or the sehool, to volunteer or to help their ehildren with homework. She also 
mentioned that families who don’t understand English very well do not have high partieipation 
rates. 

2) Melissa L. - In a distriet that also abuts Silieon Valley, Melissa’s elementary sehool has a 
very similar population to the regular (non-eharter) publie sehool in Karen and Krystine’s distriet. 
Melissa has been in the distriet for over six years and been in her eurrent position for two years. 
She is Caueasian and is fluent in both English and Spanish. She is a mother of two eollege aged 
ehildren both edueated in the distriet in whieh she works. We met in person for over an hour. 

She was open to all questions. 

Role of Parent 


Melissa feels parents are essential to the sueeess of their sehool. She engages them in formal 
modes that most prineipals do: school site eouneil, EEE funetions, PTA, volunteer roles, and 
elassroom help. 
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Parent Edueation 

Melissa firmly believes that parent edueation is a valuable investment of time and money. She 
holds a monthly eoffee meeting after drop-off to help keep parents informed on sehool business. 
To eneourage attendanee at sehool site eouneil meetings, she offers food and babysitting. Finally, 
she has used funds to hire a Parent Liaison for 10 hours a week. This liaison is a bi-lingual 
(English/Spanish) mother of live. She is responsible for being a bridge between home and 
sehool, to identify unmet needs of students and families and to provide parent edueation. 

Parents as Partners 

Melissa feels that parents are not partners in eurrieulum. She does feel parents and sehools are a 
team that need to work in unison to edueate ehildren. For example, she says that as a designated 
“failing sehool” by NCLB, parents are entitled to ehoose supplemental serviees for their ehildren. 
Those deeisions are often reaehed by a eollaboration between sehool and family. On a different 
traek, Melissa states that she believes that she works for the students and the families. 


Parents Ability to Drive Change 

In Melissa’s opinion, parents are limited to drive or even to request or to suggest ehanges in 
sehool eurrieulum, poliey or praetiees beeause they don’t know what they want. The reason for 
this is that many of them are not themselves edueated. CDE stats show their edueation level is 
1 .6, indieating low edueation attainment. If they don’t know what’s possible they ean’t ask for 
it. Melissa also notes that if a parent is not a strong English speaker they are less likely to speak 



Successful Change in Parent Communities 29 


up to request ehanges that they would like. Even if parents want a good edueation for their 
ehildren, whieh most do, they may not feel that they are equipped to advoeate for it. The Parent 
Liaison helps to surfaee their requests for ehange. 

Defieit Thinking by Sehool Staff 

Melissa aeknowledges that teaehers and she are influeneed by what they have experieneed in 
their own pursuit of edueation. These experienees ean uneonseiously bias edueators about what 
families should and should not be doing at home. When working with families that have different 
eultural values and behaviors it ean be hard to be non-judgmental and judgments influenee how 
we internet with others. 


Overall Themes 

Unions are a Limiting Factor 

Union eontraets proteet poor praetiee and teaehers. Change in elassroom eannot begin beeause 
teaehers who are proteeted by tenure eannot be removed. Contraetual terms prevent interested 
teaehers from using non-elassroom time to get to know students and their families outside the 
elassroom. 

Self-Efficacy 

The more parents feel like they have eultural eapital, the more likely they are to engage with the 
sehool at a basie level. Comfort with the language, faeility with eleetronie eommunieation and 
prior lived experienees, when possessed by parents, inerease the likelihood that they will push 
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for ehange. Change eannot begin if all parents within a eommunity lack self-efficacy. It only 
takes a few who possess a high degree of self-effieaey to bring others along. These few shoulder 
the responsibility for motivating others to take aetion. 

Supportive Role Versus Partnership 

Parents seem to want to be in support of the sehooTs goals. They do not seem to need to be 
deeision makers but do want to be asked their opinion. This is true when they feel sehool 
administrators are doing a good job, meaning the ehild is happy, aeademieally suceeeding and 
sehool test seores are strong. 

Parent Engagement As A Cultural Value 

Interviewees suggest that the role of parent as partner or parent as a change agent is defined by 
eultural norms and roles. They reported that in many other cultures parents do not challenge the 
sehool beeause the sehool is the almighty authority that sets the rules to whieh student and 
families adhere. Furthermore, they report that often parents raised in Asia or Mexieo do not feel 
it is their plaee to engage with sehool. These beliefs earry over to their lives in the States and 
inform their interaetions, or laek thereof, with the sehool. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion /Analysis 


Summary of Major Findings 

The researeh validated findings and the opinions found in the literature reviewed, speeifieally 
substantiating the observations and analysis in literature by thought leaders in the areas of soeial 
justiee for bi-eultural eommunities and eommunity organizers. The interviews, originally 
intended to examine examples of parent-led ehange of whieh the interviewees had first hand 
knowledge, were instead focused on the eharaeteristies that eould support or eurtail ehange that 
the interviewees observed in their eommunity. The interviewees eould not provide substantial 
examples of parent-led ehange, they eould however provide numerous examples of ehanges 
proposed by parents and approved by sehool prineipals. The laek of examples suggests a 
possible reason that very little literature on parent led ehange exists. Parent led ehange is the 
exeeption, not the rule in publie sehools leaving a dearth of sourees to researeh. More eommonly 
the praetiee of implementing ehanges is initiated by publie sehool administrators. 

The typieal arrangement deseribed by interviewees eonfirms that administrators are 
leaders and the parents are followers. This strueture of leader/follower may be benefieial to low 
soeio-eoonomie eommunities when student outeomes are optimal; students are engaged in 
learning, learning oeeurs in a safe environment, students aequire soeially aeeeptable behavior 
and perform to standards aeeeptable to the parents and to soeiety at large. Krystine seemed very 
eontent with the student outeomes of her ehild and was eomfortable with the leader/follower 


relationship beeause she was pleased with her ehild’s performanee. Conversely, Martine was not 
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pleased with the outeomes her older ehildren obtained in their edueation. Disappointed, she felt 
that parents needed more say. She ehose to engage in loeal polities and to promote the need for 
parent edueation on edueational issues so that they ean be stronger advoeate and better partners 
for ehange. 

The eharaeteristies that positively affeet their parent effieaey for ehange are several. This 
researeh indieates that, 1) a strong moral purpose, 2) English flueney and, 3) a high degree of 
self-effieaey are requisite eharaeteristies. These three primary drivers seem to influenee other 
eharaeteristies also positively assoeiated with sueeessful ehange. High soeio-eeonomie parent 
eommunities may possess these eharaeteristies. Indeed, they are often bi-produets of wealth, 
edueational opportunity and a shared eultural baekground with sehool personnel. However, 
these eharaeteristies are not the exelusive domain of eeonomie status. Said differently, eeonomie 
status alone does not limit moral purpose, English flueney, or feelings of self-effieaey. 

In the interviews eondueted herein, the parents stated they felt a high degree of 
eommitment to ensuring aeeess for their ehildren to a strong publie edueation. That moral 
purpose in turn motivated them to “advoeate for students” and to eornmit their time and energy. 
Krystine shows her eommitment by working as a Parent Ambassador for the eharter organization 
running her ehild’s sehool. She regularly visits all the eampuses run by the organization. Her 
role is to help reeruit new parents to the sehool and to meet regularly with teaehers to express the 
eoneems of the parent eommunity. Martine previously worked as a Parent Outreaeh Coordinator 
for a eharter organization now serves as a sehool board member. Both mothers stated that they 
serve their eommunity beeause they believe strongly that a solid edueation is the path to 
eeonomie seeurity for their ehildren. The ease might be made that parents whose ehildren are 
not reeeiving the same edueational opportunities as others feel a stronger sense of moral purpose. 
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Taking that line of reasoning a step further, feelings that ehildren are being denied, rather than 
afforded edueational opportunity, may inerease the sense of moral purpose and positively impaet 
a parent eommunity’s likelihood for sueeessful ehange. Moral eommitment rather than being 
eurbed by their origin of birth, eeonomie status, or their level of English flueney may be 
enhaneed. This notion squares up nieely with the literature of eommunity organizing for ehange. 

All subjeets interviewed are bilingual. English is not the primary language for one of 
them. Eaeh parent and the prineipal interviewed have eommitted many hours getting to know 
the parents in their sehool eommunity. It is their view that limited language skills eause parents 
to be retieent about interaeting with the sehools. Melissa and Krystine reported that when a 
sehool offieial spoke the home language, parents were more eommunieative. They also verified 
that inversely parents who speak the dominant language engage with sehool staff more on every 
level. These eomments mirror the literature findings and support the idea that a parent group’s 
overall laek in language profieieney silenees the parents from advoeating for ehange. It also 
diminishes their sense of self-effioaey. 

Interviewees reported that parents with a high degree of self-effioaey are more likely to 
beoome involved with the sehool and to advooate for ehange. It was observed that the parents 
interviewed are among this group. Martine holds a very high-degree of self-effioaey. She is 
neither a high SES parent nor does she hold a oollege degree; her sense of self-effioaey is tied to 
her lived experienoe. Eirstly, she is equally oonversant in two languages allowing her to 
oomfortably oommunioate on oomplex topios in both. Seoondly, as a mother of seven, she has 
made several passes through the publio sehool system. She has ample first hand insight on how 
sehools in her distriot operate and how to influenoe deoision-making at the sehool and distriot 
level. In speaking with her, what oomes aoross is that she operates very effeotively in sehool 
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eulture. Her bi-eultural status appears to enrieh, rather than diminish the eontribution she has 
made as a parent, a parent leader and now as a sehool board member. 

Martine and Melissa both state that parent improvements in self-effieaey ean be derived 
from notions taken by the sehool, from notions taken by parent leaders, as well as by parents to 
learn to beoome parent leaders. This thesis researoh found that in low SES oommunities in 
whioh there are high oonoentrations of non-English speakers that did not reoeive high levels of 
eduoation in their native oountry that this group is most likely to be ineffeotive at pushing for 
ohange, let alone interaoting with the sehool for any reason. The laok of notion results in a laok 
of self-effioaoy. In the ease of Melissa E.’s sehool, the presenoe of a liaison to whom parents 
like the ones desoribed ean express their desires has resulted in parents beooming more aware of 
how the US system works and that parent. The liaison provides a bridge, allowing the parents to 
fully artioulate their desires. Eurthermore, the mere faot that the sehool has a liaison may, alone, 
signal to the parents that engagement is desired and in turn inorease the opportunity for of self- 
effioaoy to inorease. 

Partnerships— defined as oo-deoision making responsibility— between sehool and parents 
is held out in eduoational literature as a model relationship. In struoture, a partnership is 
demooratio, weighting the opinion of stakeholders equally. Given that parent involvement is 
believed to inorease student outoomes, a partnership that is inolusive of parents is understandably 
appealing. However, on the ground in every sehool site examined for this researoh, partnerships 
are non-existent. At best, the relationship is a oollaboration (also referred to as leader/follower 
relationship) with the final authority residing exolusively with the prinoipal. A oollaboration 
may be a better relationship but it was inoorreotly referred to as a partnership. The prinoipals 
with genuine interest solioit parent involvement, ask their opinion, and reaoh out to inform them 



Successful Change in Parent Communities 35 


on what they are doing. However, they stop short of ineluding parents on the deeision-making. 

In the eharter sehool setting, parents pereeive a greater sense of partnership, yet they are still 
eontributors and not deeiders. This arrangement does not seem unequal to bi-eultural parents 
that eome from eultures in whieh sehool authority is unquestioned and unquestionably given 
more weight. If the test seores are good and the ehild is doing well, parents elaim there is no 
need to ehallenge the relationship strueture. Charter sehools that outperform neighboring publie 
sehool seem partieularly resistant to parent led ehange if their seores are the higher of the two. 
Charter sehool parents pereeive that the sehool is on the right traek. These finding as they relate 
to this researeh imply that parents most often ask for ehange but it is a request that must be 
agreed to by the deeiding authority, the prineipal. 

The most aeeurate artieulation of the eharaeteristies parent groups need to possess to lead 
ehange is found in literature on eommunity organizing. Community organizing is designed to 
serve the needs of the under represented. It offers this eonstitueney taeties and strategies for 
their speeifie limitations. Literature on eommunity organizing, unlike the works of edueational 
leaders like Fullan and Wagner, have as a starting plaee for a diseussion on ehange, a bi-eultural 
lens and they plaee eultural and eeonomie limitations at the forefront of a diseussion on ehange. 
The purpose here is not to refute Fullan or Wagner who favor systems thinking, but to anehor 
this researeh in the eorreet lineage of literature. 

Most ehanges eome with a eost (professional development faeilities improvements, staff 
time) and higher SES families ean afford to underwrite them with monetary donations. 

Obviously, lower ineome eommunities, limited in their ability to afford extras, are also limited in 
their ability to fund ehange. This inability might explain why loeal polities but espeeially 
eommunity organizing may be the only routes for low SES parent eommunities to take that want 
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to bring about ehange. Community organizing is eause based, energizing its members around a 
moral purpose. Organizers often help partieipants’ maximize their strengths and eorreet for their 
weaknesses. The more members partieipate the greater their feeling of self-effieaey. They also 
identify eommunity leaders and build allianees expanding support for their eause. Their strength 
is in numbers, not dollars. 

Limitations/Gaps in the Study 

The eonstraint on this study was imposed by aeeess to parent groups organizing to make a 
ehange at the time of this literature. This limited first hand observations. An ideal study would 
eontrast two eommunities, one high SES and one low SES enaeting similar ehanges so that first 
hand observations eould be made. Eurthermore, there was not time to interview a large sample 
of low or middle SES parent eommunities. 

The analysis of this researeh is neutral on the ideal strueture of the relationship between 
parent and prineipal. This analysis does deepens existing analysis of the diseussion on what 
holds low SES parents baek from advoeating for ehange; why parents may not be the voiee of 
ehange when voiees from the eommunity may be to the benefit of the ehildren. 

Implieations for Euture Researeh 

Building on the eurrent researeh future researeh should examine student outeomes in 
eommunities where partieipation in parent training groups is high. Additionally, an examination 
of the effieaey of parent training groups to improve parents feeling of self-effieaey warrants 


researeh. 
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Overall Signifieanee of the Study 

The signifieanee of an examination on the eharaeteristies of ehange in low SES eommunities is 
not to bolster parent involvement beeause it bolsters student outeomes as mueh as it is about 
understanding how people that the edueational system is trying to serve beeome disenfranehised 
and sileneed by our dominant eulture. As sueh, this thesis provides additional researeh to 
eorroborate previously written literature that illustrates how inequity and soeial injustiee ereep 
into our soeial institution despite the admirable intension of people working in them and of those 
outside of it working for ehange. The ethnie and eultural baekgrounds of the partieipants in our 
edueational system are ehanging, beeoming ever more diverse. Until the sehool leaders and 
teaehers refieet the same level of diversity found in the general population researeh must 
eontinue that eontemplates the experienees of bi-eultural and low soeio-eoonomie parent 
eommunities. 

Of seeondary importanee, this study tangentially eritiques ehange management eoneepts 
put forth by free market thinkers. In reeent years, espeeially in California, foundations, eharter 
sehool management eompanies and eonsulting firms have eome to the reseue of failing sehool 
distriets. Their solutions to struetural problems within these distriets are devised by the best and 
brightest business minds plueked from first tier business sehools. To those who pursue those 
praetiees, this study provides input on the extent of drag brought by eultural, eeonomie and 
language disparity between sehool personnel and the families they serve. Change management 
is about applying an analytie value to ehange projeet variables. The findings and analysis of this 
study eontend that ehange management experts should heavily weight the strengths and 
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weaknesses within a parent eommunity and the differenees between parent and sehool personnel 
eommunity before applying ehange management strategies to edueational settings serving low 
SES and bieultural eommunities. 
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